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Letters of Nicholas Biddle, "Bank War" Protagonist
Biddies of Pennsylvania haveTHE n famous family ever since

(lie time when one of their members

lauded on the shores of tho Delaware
with William Pcnn to aid him in
t lie foundation of t hat Commonwealth.

Amdug the many men of note given by

tho family to tho service of the Stale and

Nation, tho most distinguished was
Nicholas Biddle, tho financier, who for so

""many years presided over the affairs of
the Bank of the United States, and de-

fended that institution against the attack
. of President Jackson and his friends in

Congress.
Nicholas Biddle wa3 a man of brilliant

attainments, rare personal influence and
great force of character. He carried on

an extensive correspondence with the lead-

ing Americans of his day. This cor-

respondence throws much light on tho
history of this country during tho first
half of the nineteenth century. To render
it available to students, Prof. Reginald C.
MeGrnne of the University of Cincinnati
has collected and edited the letters con-

cerning national affairs which were writ-

ten to Nicholas Biddle and by him from
1807 down to 184-t- , the year of his death,
and these have now been published for
the first time in a. volume entitled The

Correspondence of Nicholas Biddle, which

is adorned with three portraits of Mr.
Biddle, who was an exceptionally hand-

some mnn, and with a view of his home

at Andalusia. The book is an im-

portant contribution to American histori-
cal literature.

II.
Nicholas Biddle was born in 178C,

Btudicd a while at tho University of Penn-

sylvania and then went to Princeton,
where he graduated at the head of his

class in 1801. He then read law and be-

gan to practice, but was lured from tho

profession by an appointment as private
secretary to Gen. Armstrong, our Min-

ister to Trance. In this capacity he re-

mained in Europe from 1804 to 1807,
when he returned to Philadelphia and re-

sumed of the law, devoting
his leisure to the preparation of an edition
of tho Travels of Lewis and Clarke, tho

famous early explorers of tho great
Northwest.

Between 1S10 and 1818 he served two

terms in the Legislature of Pennsylvania ;

in 1819 he was appointed Government Di-

rector, and in 1822 he was elected Presi-

dent of the Bank of the United States..
He held the latter offlco until the expira-

tion of tho bank's charter in 183G, and
he remained at tho head of the institution
after it was reorganized under the laws

of Pennsylvania.
There are 307 letters in this volume, to-

gether with soino memoranda lacking the
formality of letters. Among the cor-

respondents of Nicholas Biddle wero

Webster, Clay, Calhoun, Edward Everett,
Edward Livingston and Presidents Mon-

roe and Tyler, beside numerous lesser
lights in the political firmament.

Although it was as a financier that
Nicholas Biddle became best known to

' tho world, it is a curious fact that he had
little or no knowledge of banking beforo
he was 33 years old. Tliis is apparent
from a passage in his letter to President
Monroe, dated January 31, 1819, thank-

ing him for the appointment as Govern-

ment Director of the United States Bank.
"I have little concern with banks," he

writes, and have hitherto declined sharing
in tho management of the institution when

it was proposed to me by tho stock-

holders. Yet I am unwilling to avoid any
duty by which you think I can be of
service." He goes on to say, however,

that the Bank iof tho United States has
undoubtedly been perverted to selfish

purposes and that it may and must be

renovated, being an institution of vital
importance to the finances of tho Govern-

ment and an object of great interest, to
tho community.
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From that time to the end of his life,
ho devoted himself chiefly to the promo-
tion of its welfare. In 1822, just before
his election to tho presidency, he ex-

pressed the opinion that the new 'presi-
dent of tho bank should bo not so much
a man of business, as a man who had a
talent for business. "Without meaning at
all to disparage the knowledge of details
which business men nro presumed to
possess," ho wrote, "I am quite satisfied
from what I have myself seen at tho
batik that the mere men of business are
by no means the most efficient in admin-
istration. The fact is that the misfortunes
of the bank were actually occasioned by
the men of business and their errors were
precisely the faults into which men of
business wero likely to fall." Shortly
after writing thus, he received a cordial
letter from Calhoun rejoicing at the
prospect that ho was about to become the
new president.

In his management of the bank he
made it an invariable rule never to bor-

row therefrom himself or to indorse
notes to be discounted there or elsewhere.
He was firmly opposed to any increase in
the rate of the bank's dividends until the
directors were perfectly sure that they
would never be obliged to diminish it. His
refusal to advance the rate led to the for-

mation of a combination to remove him
from the board, but this came to nought.

--III.
The Bank of the United States pros-

pered under BiddW's management for up-

wards of six years. Stormy times were
ahead for it, however. In his message to
the Congress which convened on Decem-

ber 7, 1829, President Jackson said thai
botli the constitutionality and expediency
of the law creating the bank were well
questioned by a largo portion of his fel-

low citizens and that it must be admitted
by all that the institution had failed in
tho great end of establishing a uniform
and sound currency. The President ig-

nored the decision of the Supreme Court
rendered' by Chief Justice Marshall in
1819, in the great case of McCuHoch, vs.
Maryland, holding that the charter of the
bank was constitutional. He also omit fed
to disclose any method whereby the bank
could have done more than it did to
establish a uniform currency. The Gov-

ernment had not then asserted the power
to establish a national hank system with
authority to issue paper money, and the
Bank of the United States was powerless
to remedy the evil resulting from the cir-

culation of .State bank notes varying
vastly in specie value.

The attack on the Bant: of the. United
States thus initiated in the President's
message increased in bitterness and in-

tensity until Jackson removed the Gov-

ernment deposits from the institution in
1833, and he was able to overcome Bid-die- 's

strenuous efforts to preserve the
bank and prevent the expiration of its
Federal charter which terminated three
years later. Biddle was able, however, to
procure a State charter for tho bank from
the Legislature of Pennsylvania, but of
course, its prestige and influence were
greatly diminished.

Much of the correspondence in the
present volume relates to this controversy,
in which Jackson and Biddle wero the
principal figures. Biddle was supported
in Congress by Clay and Webster, while
the State banks favored Jackson in his
attack upon the financial autocrat whom
they called "The Emperor Nicholas." Tho
character of the contest is admirably
summed up by Buell in his History of
Andrew Jacksoji" (Bickers, & Son, Lon-

don, 1901). Jackson undoubtedly believed
that the Bank of the United States was
a menace to tho country; Biddlo believed

it to be a useful 'institution which ought
to bo upheld and preserved. "Both were
combative, resolute and imperious. Both
were fighting men. Neither was a man
of compromise. Biddle was as anxious to
destroy Jackson as Jackson was to
destroy Biddle. In the end tho whole
imbroglio resolved itself into something
very closely approaching personal combat
between two great men, so radically an-

tagonistic and so utterly irreconcilable
that both could not hold commanding
power iu the came country and at the
same time."

Prof. MeGrano's editorial notes indi-

cate tho bearing of tho various letters on

the famous Bank War, and are admirable
as far as they go; but they might well

have been much fuller.
IV.

In Hie course of the Bxnk War the com- -'

habitants indulged in violence, vitupera-

tion and slander to an extent which would

not be tolerated in political controversies
nowadays. Even so pure a character a3
Chief Justice Marshall was subjected U

defamation, it being publicly asserted
that ho was a stockholder in tho Bank of
the United States when he wrote tho
opinion holding its. charter to be constitu-

tional. The letters on this subject in tho
present collection establish beyond a
doubt that the Chief Justice had sold all

lit: stock in the bank beforo hearing any
ease in which its interests were involved ;

and that at the time of tlio sale, being
urged to retain it, ho declared that he
could not do so in view of the probability
that the Supreme Court would bo called

upon to sit in judgment upon tho bank's
rights or obligations. In one letter Bid-

dle records his satisfaction in hastening
"to perform the sacred duty of defending
tho character of an honest man from the
reptiles who avenge themselves for his

superiority while living by crawling over
his dead body."

Aside from the hank controversy there
are many interesting letters. One of the
most characteristic of Kiddle's epistles is

a note to Daniel Webster in 1843, written
to dissuade him from relinquishing the
ofiico of Secretary of Stale in President
Tyler's Cabinet. We reproduce most
of it

Do not leave your.prescnt position.
If you do, you descend
You must hereafter be only a king or a

'king maker.
You can do nothing abroad wliich you

cannot do better while you remain here and
sjicak through your agents as secretary
you arc the Government as a Minister you
are the Government's agent.

Then if you go who is to take your placet
Somo transcendentalifct somo cobweb

spinner.
So fctay stay

Having delivered myself of these pro-

fundities I descend from my tripod.

Nicholas Biddle's letters generally in-

dicate a high degree of political sagacity,
but there is one missive near the end of
the book which contains a suggestion so
prepbsterous that we think it might well
havo been withheld from publication.
Writing to Joseph Gales on January 9,
1814, he says: "I believe that the thing
most desirable now would bo the nomina

J.

tion of Mr. Clay for President and ATr,

Webster for nt 1" His vita
must havo been g when ho
seriously proposed that Daniel Webster at
that period in his career should bo mado a
candidato for the most perfunctory post
under our Government.

In making tin's book Prof. McGrano
has done a work worth doing and done it
well.
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' Stories From the Veldt
'XMlEHE seems to he something very,I upsetting to the imagination
in South Africa. No nmn or woman can
speak of life there' without a curious
suggestion of abnormal and sinister
beauty. Whatever the source of this half-terrifi- ed

fascination, its effect is rather
weird when it is blended with tho zeal of
the religious, the credulity of the mystic

Tho author of The Drift of Pinions was
a priest in South Africa and went to tho
war as the chaplain of a South African
regiment. The stories are, however, with
a few exceptions, laid in Africa, (jlvor
them hangs the atmosphere of the strange
and beautiful veldt. It enhances tho senso
of remoteness from all i'aiuilicr, matter-of-fa- ct

things. Over all is tho prcsenco
of the unseen, the immanence of the in-

visible world.
"The drift of pinions would wo hearken,
Beats at our own doors."

Mr. Keable has an undoubted narra-
tive gift and often remarkable powors of
description. But he cannot get away
from his vocation nor lose himselfvj'n
objectivity. Consequently the volumo is
disconcerting and fails of conviction be-

cause of its ill assorted blend of religion,
spiritualism, credulity and questionable
revelation.

THE DRIFT OF PINION'S. By Kobert
' Keable. New York: E. 1 Dntton & Co.

Fear Not the Crossing
Written down by Gail Williams

Gail Williams' bodily hand held the pen.
But the message comes clear and direct from
one who has found joy and freedom in the life
beyond.

It makes no strain on the credulity. You
can even ignore Gail Williams' simple expla-
nation of how the message came to her for
it is in itself overwhelming proof of a life after
death.

If you're seeking the light or are tortured by
doubt and distrust, you cannot afford to be
without "FEAR NOT THE CROSSING"
a beautiful and bright renewal of the promise:
The truth shall set you ftee.

Price $U5 ml

Edward Clode New York

By Irvin S. Cobb

FROM PLACE
TO PLACE
STORIES ABOUT OURSELVES

By the Author of OLD JUDGE PRIEST, BACK HOME, etc.
This, Irvin Cobb's latest, is concerned with
America and Americans in all phases of life and
living, from Tobias Dramm, official gallowsmith
of Chicaloosaj to Ethan A. Pratt of Good Friday
Island. There is a grim humor in the story of
Tobias's grim calling, intermingled comedy and
tragedy in WHEN AUGUST THE SECOND WAS
APRIL THE FIRST. All are replete with the
humor and real humanity which have endcaredf
Cobb to us all. v
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